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WHY  WE  WORSHIP  AS  WE  DO 


Last  summer  we  experienced  a  total  eclipse  of 
the  sun.   Observers  in  Africa  reported  that  birds  were 
bothered  and  bewildered  by  this  happening.   Many  of 
them  tried  to  cram  a  nights  activity  into  a  few  minutes 
of  eclipse.  Vultures  were  disoriented.  Songbirds  tried 
to  sing  their  dusk  and  dawn  choruses  and  sleep  in  quick 
succession.   Others  chanted  alarm  calls  throughout  the 
eclipse, 

When  God  is  in  eclipse  from  man  a  similar  frenzy 
and  disorganization  takes  place.   Days  and  years  run 
together  without  differentiation  or  significance.  Mean- 
ings become  distorted.   Values  are  declared  to  be  what- 
ever we  wish  to  make  them. 

As  the  Little  Prince  put  it  in  the  story  of  that 
name;  "If  you  were  to  say  to  the  grownups,  'I  saw  a 
beautiful  house  made  of  rosy  brick,  with  geraniums  in 
the  windows  and  doves  on  the  roof,'  they  would  not  be 
able  to  get  any  idea  of  that  house  at  all.   You  would 
have  to  say  to  them,  'I  saw  a  house  that  cost  $20,000.' 
Then  they  would  exclaim:  'Oh,  what  a  pretty  house  that 
is . ' "  1  " 

Divine  worship  rightly  conveived  and  faithfully 
executed  is  at  once  a  service  to  God  and  a  benefit  to 
ourselves ,   To  salute  the  glory  of  God  is  to  endow  our 
three  score  years  and  ten  with  a  saving  sense  of  worth 
and  direction. 

This  is  no  ordinary  Sunday  for  us  here  at  River- 
side,  Today  we  introduce  a  new  order  of  worship.   I 
want  to  use  the  occasion  to  share  some  general  obser- 
vations on  worship  and  then  go  on  to  speak  on  the 
changes  that  have  been  made. 


For  the  Christian,  worship  is  not  an  optional 


extra  but  an  action  basic  to  the  faith.   It  would  be 
hard  to  improve  on  William  Temple's  description  of 
worship  as  "the  submission  of  all  our  nature  to  God, 
It  is  the  quickening  of  conscience  by  His  holiness, 
the  nourishment  of  mind  by  His  truth,  the  purifying 
of  imagination  by  His  beauty,  the  opening  of  the  heart 
to  His  love,  the  surrender  of  will  to  His  purpose  — 
and  all  this  gathered  up  in  adoration,  the  most  self- 
less emotion  of  which  our  nature  is  capable,  and  there- 
fore the  chief  remedy  for  that  self-centeredness  which 
is  our  original  sin  and  the  source  of  all  actual  sin." 2 

In  the  Old  Testament, page  upon  page  is  given  over 
to  the  proper  ordering  of  the  worship  of  the  people  of 
God.   In  the  New  Testament , Jesus  is  customarily  pre- 
sent for  worship  in  synagogue  or  temple.   There  is 
strong  and  mounting  evidence  that  our  Lord  cleansed 
the  temple  in  Jerusalem  not  at  the  end  of  His  ministry 
but  at  the  very  beginning,  as  if  at  the  start  to  drama- 
tize the  importance  of  worshiping  God  in  spirit  and  in 
truth. 

We  have  some  idea  of  how  the  early  church  viewed 
worship  by  these  lines  from  the  Epistle  to  the  Hebrews: 
"Let  us  consider  how  to  stir  up  one  another  to  love 
and  good  works,  not  neglecting  to  meet  together,  as  is 
the  habit  of  some,  but  encouraging  one  another,  and 
all  the  more  as  you  see  the  day  drawing  near."  (Heb. 
10:24-25)   It  is  apparent  from  those  words  that  Chris- 
tians in  those  days  gathered  in  regular  assembly.   It 
is  also  apparent  that  even  then  there  was  a  tendency 
to  sit  loose  to  the  responsibility  of  meeting  together. 


We  are  speaking  today  of  corporate  worship  --  an 
action  by  which  we  witness  together,  for  ourselves  and 
for  the  world,  to  the  saving  Word  that  we  have  heard 
in  Jesus  Christ.   Corporate  worship  is  not  in  opposi- 
tion  to  or  competition  with  private  religious  practice, 
Let  the  Psalmist  guide  us  here.   The  Psalmist  was  capa- 
ble  of  the  deepest  kind  of  personal  piety:  "Why  art 
thou  cast  down,  0  my  soul,  and  why  art  thou  disquieted 


-  2  - 


within  me?"  (Ps.  42  ;5)   Or  again,  "The  Lord  is  my  Shep- 
herd, I  shall  not  want,"  (Ps.  23:1)   But  the  Psalmist 
was  also  capable  of  crying,  "I  was  glad  when  they  said 
unto  me,  'Let  us  go  up  into  the  house  of  the  Lord.'" 
(Ps.  122:1)   We  have  here  a  both/and,  and  not  an 
either/or. 

Corporate  worship  is  not  in  opposition  to  or  com- 
petition  with  moving  experiences  that  one  can  know  in 
the  amphitheater  of  nature .  The  Sunday  golfer  can  tes- 
tify to  inner  feelings  of  serenity  that  possess  him  as 
he  scans  the  distant  mountains  from  the  14th  tee .  But 
he  cannot  call  such  warming  moments  Christian  worship, 
or  offer  them  as  a  substitute  for  the  real  thing. 

Corporate  worship  is  not  in  opposition  to  or  com- 
petition with  small  group  meetings  in  the  church  where 
closeness  and  mutual  support  are  the  desired  ends .  Cor- 
porate worship  is  not  a  laboratory  in  which  to  practice 
group  sensitivity.  Its  aim  is  not  to  generate  a  Rotar- 
ian  sense  of  togetherness.  The  focus  of  Christian  wor- 
ship is  not  ourselves  singly  or  together  --  but  God! 

Corporate  worship  should  involve  all  of  us.   This 
is  why  I  have  resisted  over  the  years  any  decentraliza- 
tion of  the  main  hour  of  worship.   There  are  churches 
that  have  yielded  to  pressures  to  do  just  that. 

Young  people  want  a  particular  kind  of  worship. 
People  of  this  ethnic  background  or  that  want  their 
kind  of  worship.   Ultra  traditionalists  want  a  service 
that  will  represent  their  thing.   I  believe  it  danger- 
ous to  allow  what  should  be  a  common  experience  to  be 
fragmented  in  this  way.   This  is  the  easy  way  out.  The 
harder  way,  but  the  more  productive,  is  to  see  to  it 
that  as  many  hopes  and  desires  as  possible  are  incor- 
porated into  the  hour  that  is  shared.   Those  of  us  who 
order  the  worship  of  this  church  have  a  responsibility 
to  make  that  worship  representative  and  inclusive. 


Now  to  the  revisions  in  our  service.   The  form  in- 
troduced today  is  far  from  new  to  the  Christian  world. 
It  is  not  unique.   Very  simply,  it  divides  worship  in- 
to three  parts :  Preparation ,  Proclamation  and  Response . 
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The  principle  components  in  preparation  are  ador- 
at ion  and  confession.   Adoration  is  the  proper  note  to 
sound  at  the  start.   It  is  vitally  important  for  us  in 
worship  to  reflect  upon  the  distance  between  ourselves 
and  God.   However  near  God  has  drawn  to  us  in  Christ 
we  do  not  tumble  into  his  presence  casually.  A  sense 
of  distance  is  critical.   The  aim  of  Christian  expe- 
rience is  communion  with  God  not  absorption  into  God. 
The  paradigm  here  is  Isaiah's  experience:  "In  the  year 
that  King  Uzziah  died,  I  saw  the  Lord  sitting  upon  a 
throne,  high  and  lifted  up;  and  his  train  filled  the 
temple."  (Isa.  6:1)  Uzziah  just  happened  to  be  one  of 
the  truly  great  kings  of  the  Hebrew  people.  And  Isaiah 
just  happened  to  be  demolished  in  spirit  that  the  com- 
monwealth would  now  be  forced  to  go  on  without  this 
revered  leader.   It  was  precisely  in  such  a  time  that 
his  soul  was  filled  with  adoration  as  he  contemplated 
the  majesty  of  God. 

Psychologically  it  is  good  for  us  to  begin  with 
adoration  because  each  of  us  has  a  driving  need  to 
stop  thinking  of  himself.  Most  of  us  when  we  come  to 
church  arrive  with  "the  cares."   I  do.   I'm  rather 
sure  you  do.   The  cares:  our  failures,  our  plans,  our 
hopes,  our  ambitions.   We  arrive  with  busy  thoughts 
about  a  host  of  claimant  subjects:  last  night's  date, 
today's  dinner  menu,  tomorrow's  schedule,  how  we  look 
and  feel.   This  is  why  it  is  so  important  at  the  begin- 
ning of  worship  that  we  focus  on  God  and  not  on  our- 
selves. 

It  is  common  in  the  Scottish  tradition  for  the 
minister  to  open  the  service  with  the  words,  "Let  us 
worship  God."  This  statement  of  purpose  suggests  the 
direction  of  true  praise.   This  is  why  the  opening 
hymn  is  unfailingly  an  objective  hymn.   Its  aim  is  to 
get  us  away  from  the  cares  and  into  thoughts  of  God. 

Confession  also  belongs  to  preparation  for  the 
distance  that  we  sense  between  ourselves  and  God  has 
a  moral  quality  about  it.   Listen  to  Isaiah  again: 
"And  the  foundations  of  the  thresholds  shook  at  the 
voice  of  Him  who  called,  and  the  house  was  filled  with 
smoke.   And  I  said,  'Woe  is  me.   For  I  am  lost.   For  I 
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am  a  man  of  unclean  lips  and  I  dwell  in  the  midst  of  a 
people  of  unclean  lips;  for  my  eyes  have  seen  the  King, 
the  Lord  of  hosts!'"  (Isa.  6:5) 

In  God's  presence  as  nowhere  else  we  sense  the 
gravity  of  our  sin.   This  is  why  Jesus'  summary  of  the 
law  is  a  fitting  preamble  to  the  act  of  confession. 
Following  confession  we  wait  to  hear  the  words  that  as- 
sure us  of  our  pardon.   This  assurance  is  given  not  on 
the  authority  of  the  minister  or  his  office,  but  on  the 
authority  of  the  Gospel  itself. 

For  some  of  us  who  still  have  trouble  with  the 
prayer  of  confession,  I  commend  to  you  Karl  Menninger's 
recent  book ,  very  well  received ,  Whatever  Became  of 
Sin.   (We'll  be  considering  this  book  during  one  of 
the  Wednesday  evenings  in  Lent.)   It  is  Menninger's 
thought  that  by  not  facing  up  to  the  fact  of  sin  we  do 
far  more  damage  to  ourselves  and  society  than  would  be 
the  case  were  we  to  face  up  to  our  transgressions. 

In  one  place  the  noted  psychiatrist  observes:  "As 
it  is ,  vague ,  amorphous  evil  appears  all  about  us ,  and 
when  this  or  that  awful  thing  is  happening  and  this 
terrible  thing  goes  on  and  that  wretched  circumstance 
has  developed,  and  yet,  withal,  when  no  one  is  respon- 
sible, no  one  is  guilty,  no  moral  questions  are  asked, 
when  there  is,  in  short,  just  nothing  to  do,  we  sink 
to  despairing  helplessness .   We  wait  from  day  to  day 
for  improvement,  expectantly  but  not  hopefully."  3 


Corporate  worship  also  includes  Proclamation.  The 
proclamation  of  the  Word  as  read  and  the  proclamation 
of  the  Word  as  preached.   We  are  here  because  we  have 
been  called.   That  is,  somewhere  along  the  way,  at  some 
stage  in  our  development ,  we  were  addressed  by  a  Word 
that  we  could  not  resist.   We  are  constituted  as  a  con- 
gregation by  "the  gospel  which  we  have  received,  in 
which  we  stand,  and  by  which  we  are  saved."  (I  Cor.  15:1) 

If  you  are  still  worried  about  that  golfer  out 
there  on  the  14th  tee,  his  problem  is  that  he  is  not 
within  sound  of  the  Word,  nor  is  he  necessarily  sensi- 
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tive  to  any  moral  distance  between  himself  and  God. 
There  can  be  no  Christian  worship  without  the  Word! 
We  gather  together  around  it  and  under  it.   The  minis- 
ter  too  is  under  the  Word  that  is  read  and  proclaimed. 
It  is  the  Word  that  saves  us  from  disasterous  sub- 
jectivity. 

Walter  Wagoner  suggests  what  happens  when  the 
congregation  simply  brings  in  its  values  from  the  out- 
side without  a  judging  Word.   "There  are  church  ser- 
vices in  Pea  Ridge,  Arkansas,  where  the  Deity  being 
adored  must  be  likened  unto  a  cosmic  Lyndon  Johnson 
presiding  over  the  Great  Barbecue.   The  God  I  have 
worshipped  in  St.  Paul's,  London,  graduated  from 
Balliol  about  1840,  with  a  double  first  in  classics 
and  philosophy.   I  was  raised  in  a  WASP  suburb  in  St. 
Louis  where  the  Almighty  enjoyed  the  subdued  hosannas 
of  those  whose  prayers  were  the  right  mix  of  Calvin- 
istic  anxiety  about  eternity  and  midwestern  confidence 
in  the  Ralston  Purina  Company."  _4 

This  is  why  our  expectancy  is  so  critical  to  wor- 
ship.  It  takes  three  to  preach  --  the  Holy  Spirit, 
the  minister  and  the  congregation.   How  highly  charged 
were  your  expectations  as  you  came  here  today? 

Karl  Barth  has  gone  so  far  as  to  suggest  that  preach- 
ing is  a  form  of  trans- substantiation.  Something  mirac- 
ulous takes  place  when  the  written  word  through  the 
spoken  word  becomes  the  living  word  to  those  who  will 
receive  it! ! 

It  is  in  the  presence  of  the  Word  that  we  have 
what  Faulkner  so  well  discerned  in  The  Sound  and  the 
Fury  when  he  described  the  almost  pure  worship  of  a 
black  church  in  the  deep  south  as  a  place  where  people 
went  for  "the  unburdening  and  the  recollection  of  the 
Lamb." 


And  then  there  is  the  Response.   Worship  is  evoca- 
tive.  Notice  Isaiah  again,  "And  I  heard  the  voice  of 
the  Lord  saying,  'Whom  shall  I  send  and  who  will  go  for 
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us?'  Then  I  said,  'Here  am  I!   Send  me.'"  (Isa.  6:8) 

The  proper  sequence  and  relationship  is  suggest- 
ed in  the  Lord's  Prayer;   "Our  Father  who  art  in  heav- 
en, hallowed  be  Thy  name."  That  is  worship.   "Thy 
kingdom  come 9  Thy  will  be  done,  on  earth  as  it  is  in 
heaven,"  That  is  the  inevitable  consequence  of  worship. 
It  is  fitting  therefore  that  our  parish  concerns  be 
enumerated  after  the  proclamation  of  the  Word  because 
the  basic  reason  why  we  have  any  concerns  at  all  is 
that  we  have  heard  the  Word . 

It  is  fitting  that  the  offering  come  after  Proc- 
lamation because  the  offering  represents  not  simply  a 
portion  of  our  minted  wealth  but  our  very  lives  as  we 
give  them  back  to  God  in  light  of  His  love  for  us. 

It  is  fitting  that  our  Prayers  of  Thanksgiving, 
Intercession  and  Petition  be  offered  to  God  after  proc- 
lamation because  it  is  through  the  enunciation  of  the 
Gospel  that  we  know  that  we  can  pray,  that  God  cares, 
and  that  we  matter  in  His  sight. 

Churches  over  the  years  have  been  fond  of  writing 
in  their  bulletins,  "The  service  begins  when  the  wor- 
ship ends . "  That  statement  is  more  clever  than  accu- 
rate .   It  overlooks  the  fact  that  worship  itself  is  a 
service.   Let  me  give  you  the  Revised  Standard  Version 
of  that!   "The  service  continues  when  the  worship  ends." 
For  it  is  a  service  to  worship  God.   In  fact,  the  Scrip- 
tures talk  about  worship  as  a  "sacrifice  of  praise  and 
thanksgiving,"  (Amos  4:5)   After  all,  to  be  here  regu- 
larly we  must  surmount  our  moods ,  overcome  the  lethargy 
of  the  flesh,  and  be  willing  to  surrender  our  dreams 
and  fantasies  and  life  assumptions  to  the  test  of  truth 
outside  ourselves.   This  is  a  service.   It  is  a  sacri- 
fice that  we  offer  to  God, 


I  quoted  William  Temple  earlier,  let  me  quote 
him  now  at  the  end.   The  late  Archbishop  of  Canterbury 
said,  "This  world  can  be  saved  from  political  chaos 
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and  collapse  by  one  thing  only  and  this  is  worship."  5 
He  may  be  right.  I  believe  that  worship  could  do  thaF 
for  the  world. 

But  I  also  believe  that  worship  holds  enormous 
possibilities  for  us  as  people.   Whether  you  are  young, 
fresh  from  the  gates  of  the  dawn,  with  most  of  your 
life  before  you;  or  of  middle  age,  fending  off  the  de- 
struction that  wastes  at  noon;  or  in  your  latter  years, 
living  under  the  sharply  slanting  rays  of  a  setting 
sun,  I  believe  --  with  all  my  heart  I  believe  —  that 
you  could  do  nothing  more  meaningful  or  therapeutic 
for  yourself  and  others  than  to  be  faithfully  present , 
week  by  week,  for  the  worship  of  Almighty  God. 

"In  the  year  that  King  Uzziah  died,  I  saw 

the  Lord." 
"I  am  a  man  of  unclean  lips." 
"Here  am  I!   Send  me." 


CLOSING    PRAYER 

Eternal  God3   we  acknowledge  our  dependence  on 
Thee  and  our  interdependence  with  each  other. 

Help  us  in  this  place  so  to  worship  Thee  that 
all  who  come  within  this  fellowship  may  know 
that  Thou  art  God 
that  Thou  art  Love 
that  Thou  art  near 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord. 

Amen. 
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